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Executive Summary
It is now widely accepted that climate change is definitely happening and the poorest countries and communities will be affected first and worst. It is only recently that the urgent need for assistance to adapt to climate change is being recognised in the international negotiations, though the scale of resources (a few hundred million dollars) is at least two orders of magnitude below what is needed. Adaptation to climate change is occurring in an ecologically degraded world where the human population (in the industrialised countries) is using the earth’s resources unsustainably, with an ecological footprint way in excess of an equitable share of the world’s resources. 

Our health and wellbeing depends on air, water, soil systems, which underpin our livelihoods, providing us with food, fibre for clothing, building materials, energy. If you ask an investor how to protect your financial assets against risks, you will be told to diversify your portfolio. In the face of climate change, with many uncertainties, we should be ensuring the diversity of our biosphere – so that there is a wide genetically diverse pool of assets – plant and animal breeds, healthy soil and water systems – that can be drawn on to provide us with food fodder medicines etc. Yet the Green Revolution and industrialised agriculture is leading to much reduced agricultural biodiversity, and the distribution of cultivated food species is becoming more homogenous. For wild species – the reservoir from which new cultivated species are developed, genetic diversity, population size, range is currently declining for most species. 10–30% of mammal, bird, and amphibian species are currently threatened with extinction. This diversity severely affects how ecosystems can function.

While long term global climate change is a certainty, confident predictions of local climate change over the next decades are not likely to be available any time soon. Adaptation to climate change involves helping people to deal with this uncertainty, while strengthen the environment which is their asset base – through restoring diversity and strengthening ecosystem resilience. Practical Action helps people identify possible coping strategies, assess the risks of each over a range of possible outcomes, identify the trade-offs between options, and select a robust, low-risk livelihood strategy. Successful technologies include:

•
enhanced availability of seeds of locally successful drought-adapted crops through community-managed seed banks and seed fairs

•
improved soil and water conservation practices, such as contour bunds and use of mulches

•
Control of tryposomiasis (sleeping sickness) through community-managed tsetse fly trapping using low cost, environment-friendly materials 

These are not new technologies, but adaptations of proven approaches. The big issue for development and adaptation to climate change is whether such effective and low cost approaches will be championed in the response to the call for funds for adaptation? Instead, higher risk strategies based on new unproven technologies are receiving huge investments.

•
Globalisation of the food system and marketing, and patenting of seeds and breeds has led to the widespread cultivation and rearing of fewer varieties and breeds

•
Linked to control of seeds is the huge investment in genetically modified seed production – being promoted by many scientists and governments as having a key role in food production in a changing climate. The technology (e.g. seeds for drought-prone conditions) is unproven, has huge environmental risks, and is controlled by a handful of large corporations with global power

•
Increasing the area of irrigated cropland may not be appropriate for large areas of Africa, where water is already scarce and further depletion of scarce groundwater to irrigate the more productive land will lead to disaster for millions

•
Control of tryposomiasis  through government-led schemes using costly chemicals – effective only while financial resources are available, but with possible human and environmental health implications

Technology does offer solutions to the challenge of adapting agricultural production to a changing climate – but only if it increases resilience of ecosystems and communities, and if its use can be sustained without large scale external resources. It is the view of Practical Action, shared  by many in civil society – NGOs and small-scale farmers’ organisations – that in the case of agriculture, the technologies that are needed for adaptation to climate change are already available, and understood – but for various reasons are not being made widely accessible to the resource-poor farmers who need them.

It is clearly a big challenge, how to deploy the large resources needed at community level.  There are governance issues including a lack of monitoring capacity for widespread distribution of public resources to community development approaches. It is therefore tempting for donors to hand out larger sums to CGIAR for development of drought tolerant seeds. A secure future for all in a changing climate will however involve facing and resolving these challenges.
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